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or me, it usually starts with a tickle. An annoying tickle, right at
the back of my throat. That seems to be how colds or the flu start
for all the women in my family. Then I feel progressively worse as
the day goes on; fatigue, headache, body aches (always my lower
back and my right knee). I should have known I was going to get
sick, too, since I’d seen adults walking around the mall without
covering their coughs. What I couldn’t have known was just how
sick I was going to get. There wasn’t enough Nyquil in the world to
help me sleep through the hacking cough, runny nose, watery eyes,
night sweats and pain wreaking havoc on my body, each symptom
worsening over a period of five or six days.
Had I known just how sick I was going to be, I wouldn’t have
attended the first two days of classes. I wouldn’t wish that flu on my
worst enemy, let alone a classmate or an instructor. I seem to be in
the minority, though.
-------

According to The New York Times, 39% of Americans
admitted to going to work when sick. Millennials are 76% more
likely to work when sick than those age thirty-five or older (Victor). I wonder why this is, though, since medical providers, most
employers (and teachers), and even the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention (CDC) all advise staying home when sick. Common
sense tells us to stay home when we don’t feel well. Not only do we
need rest in order to heal, but going places spreads germs to others.
On the surface, it appears as though people can’t afford to miss
work— be it a monetary loss or fear of a failing grade.
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On day five of what I have come to call The Flu from Hell,
my right ear started to hurt and became plugged to the point that I
could barely hear on that side. My dad is deaf in one ear, so I don’t
mess around with ear pain, and I made my boyfriend drive me to
urgent care. My demands were met with protest, as he had just
emerged victorious from a battle with a similar hellish flu, and he
was of the opinion that I just needed to “tough it out.”
What, exactly, does “tough it out” mean? Suffer needlessly?
Put on a brave face? Smile through the pain and look pretty? I was
not about to do any of those things. I was exhausted cranky and
looked like a potato wearing baggy clothes. It could be that the idea
of “toughing it out” is internalized in us as Americans. What’s more
patriotic than suffering for one’s paycheck?
I continued to assert that I did need to be seen and was
soon on my way to a walk-in clinic. I had reached a point where
death could have come knocking and I would have gone willingly
rather than feel the way I did for another day.
I had spent the better part of five days in a constant Nyquil-induced stupor, and still hadn’t managed to sleep through a
night (even when I took Ambien on top of that sweet cherry cough
syrup). I spent those agonizing nights snatching sleep and sweating
the sheets, but still shivering. There was no comfort—only sweltering or frozen. My throat was raw from coughing, and even though I
could feel gunk rumbling around in my chest, I couldn’t manage to
get it out. What miraculous acts of healing would the doctor perform?
------In 2016, Washington voters passed a new law regarding
mandatory sick leave for most employees working in the state. The
new law requires that all employers grant workers one (1) hour of
paid sick leave for every forty (40) hours worked (“Paid Sick Leave”).
Guidelines for how long a worker must be employed before taking
this earned sick time are not established. This new policy was implemented in January of 2018. This means that until two years ago,
state-wide regulations regarding sick leave were not in place, and
employers could deny paid sick leave to their employees.
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------A week or so after I finished the antibiotics I was given for
the flu turned-sinus-and-ear-infection, my mom called and said I
needed to take my eighty-three-year-old grandmother to urgent
care for symptoms similar to what had me wish a meteor would take
me out. This was alarming to me, and not just because my grandma
is elderly. She is also immunocompromised due to being treated for
sepsis two years ago. Her doctors told her that it would take years
for her immune system to build itself back up, and that it likely
would never be as strong as it once was.
------Several of my friends are teachers, and I recently asked one
of them about working when sick. She said teachers and support
staff feel pressured by the administrators to go to work when
they’re sick. Several of her colleagues have had “conversations”
with admin, even when they’ve had sick days to use. Not only do
students “learn better” from their regular teachers, but there is a
shortage of substitute teachers, and an absence may need to be covered by colleagues during their lunch or planning hours. All of this
combined has created a culture of guilt for educators who fall ill.
This is not an uncommon story among workers in all fields
throughout the country. Another friend worked in claims for a
one of the largest insurance companies in the country. While she
worked there, she never took sick time because she would have been
penalized for using her sick time (her “dependability percentage”
would have gone down). She says the policy has since changed, but
that the company still overworks its employees. My boyfriend was
also penalized by his former employer for taking the sick time to
which he was entitled. His penalty came in the form of lower marks
on his annual reviews for using his sick time. Lower marks on his
annual review meant a smaller raise, or no raise at all.
------My grandma sat in the passenger seat of my car, wheezing
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and clicking. She was making so much noise while she was breathing that I didn’t realize the sound was coming from her at first. I
thought it was her walker in the back seat of my car, rattling as we
drove.
The urgent care doctor said it was good I’d brought her in,
because the flu had turned into bronchitis and would quickly have
become pneumonia. She was given a nebulizer at the clinic, and
prescriptions for an inhaler, antibiotics and steroids. She missed
her weekly physical therapy appointments for the next two weeks,
because she was simply too worn down to go.
My grandma doesn’t drive anymore, and consequently
doesn’t get out much. Her days out consist of trips to the grocery
store, church, and her weekly trips to physical therapy. I’d put money on her having caught her flu virus at church. I didn’t see her for a
couple of weeks specifically so that I wouldn’t expose her to what I
had.
------What really possesses people to go to work, school, or
church while sick? Today, at least in Washington, employers are
legally required to provide their employees with paid sick leave.
Professors would likely rather see a student stay home than expose
everyone in class to the newest respiratory infection, and church
leaders pride themselves on protecting their congregations.
I’m reflecting on my own experiences for an answer. When I
became ill, I missed class and called out for a shift at work. My manager tried to schedule me for the following day, despite my descriptions of my symptoms. The week prior, a coworker was dealing with
the same symptoms, and the manager complained about having
to find coverage for her for the weekend. My friend who teaches
described the guilt surrounding staying home when sick (or even
when injured).
But what is at the root of this? Why are those who stay
home from work to get better and protect others, or those who take
a mental health day, or those who go to the doctor following an injury seen as lazy? Millennials fear missing work will cost them their
job. We know that we are easily replaced, and that there are others
ready and willing to take our place. We have been programmed to
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have these fears.
The Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Han (also known as Thay)
once wrote, “Doing something is nothing.” Our society has perpetuated the idea that we must constantly be producing in order to
be valued by other citizens. As technology has advanced, more and
more output is required of the worker, despite the fact that there
are still only twenty-four hours in the day. Workers who do not produce enough may lost their job, and another job may be outsourced
to a country where labor is rewarded with only a pittance. Deadlines
must be met.
------Even I’m guilty of working while sick, but I have not done
so for several years. Not only do I not do my best work when sick,
but I often feel as though I won’t be able to complete most of my
assigned tasks and do not want to expose others to my germs. I
am especially passionate about that last part, largely because of
my grandma and the increased chances of her catching something.
When I coworker is sick, I take their shift whenever possible. If a
classmate is sick, I offer to take notes for them (or at the very least,
let them copy mine). I hope that some day my efforts can make an
impact, and that societal expectations around “toughing it out” will
change.

[Author's Note: This essay was written before the pandemic COVID-19.]
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